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This paper approaches simultaneous interpreting (SI) between Chinese and 
English from the perspective of Thematic Theory. Thematic Theory is part of Michael 
Alexander Kirkwood Halliday’s (Halliday) systemic functional grammar and is a 
valuable device for discourse analysis. The sequence of information in a clause and 
over a discourse is the core to this theory, as information processing is central to the 
interpreting process. Hence, this paper focuses on comparing the thematic 
peculiarities between Chinese discourses and English discourses, in particular, 
thematic features of speech-type discourses on SI occasions, in an attempt to shed 
new light on SI research and training. 
This paper consists of six parts, including an introduction, five chapters and a 
conclusion. The introduction offers a brief review on how Thematic Theory has been 
explored and applied for studies of translating and interpreting between Chinese and 
English. 
Chapter One is a general introduction to Halliday’s Thematic Theory. The theory 
is dissected from several aspects, including the definition of Theme, the classification 
of Theme and the concatenation of Themes and Rhemes over a discourse. These are 
expected to offer a basic framework within which the ensuing exploration is 
conducted.  
Chapter Two delves into the implication of Thematic Theory on SI. It proposes a 
circular model for SI by incorporating Thematic Theory into the interpreting process. 
The Theme and the EVS (ear-voice-span) are two crucial elements to this process, as 
the initial stage of SI involves both. The successful interplay of these two elements 
under the extreme condition of SI is key to interpreters’ success. And the overall 
development of Themes over a discourse, if properly anticipated, is likely to enable 
interpreters to gain a global perspective of what they are dealing with. 














English based on what has been done in Chapter One. The author is very much 
interested in finding out how different Chinese clauses are from English clauses in 
terms of what clausal components are used in the thematic position, and further in 
finding out what approach each language adopts to achieve thematic markedness, an 
important rhetorical device. 
Chapter Four is an analysis of speech-type discourses from the perspective of 
Thematic theory based on a corpus consisting of forty speeches. All the speeches are 
collected from the occasions of real-world SI. The author attempts to find out what 
typical Themes are used in speech-type discourses of Chinese and English in terms of 
the lexical domain of Theme. Another goal of this corpus analysis is to find out 
whether there is any recurring thematic progression pattern within a particular 
functional discourse. It is noted that the rhetorical organisation contributes to the 
understanding and explicit description of SI discourses.  
Chapter Five analyses the findings of an empirical study from the perspective of 
Thematic Theory. It is of pedagogical implications. Although the study doesn’t boast a 
large number of subjects, it does, to a large extent, reveal potential problems trainee 
interpreters may be faced with or nuance of information distribution they tend to 
ignore. And the study may be regarded as a showcase suggesting how Thematic 
Theory could be applied in SI training. 
The conclusion reviews the previous chapters and proposes suggestions for 
future studies in the application of Thematic Theory to SI. 
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It is a commonly-accepted notion that interpreting or translating does not simply 
involve mere code-switching between two languages. Rather, it is a matter of 
information transfer and intentional communication. Thematic Theory is such a theory 
that draws the attention of simultaneous interpreting (SI) researchers to the functional 
aspect of SI studies. It deals with the discourse, either written or spoken, from the 
perspective of local textual development and global textual arrangement. The former 
refers to the analysis of information distribution at the clausal level, which divides the 
clausal information into two interdependent and interactional parts, Theme and 
Rheme, and the latter forges a broader network for the discourse by encapsulating 
Themes and Rhemes over a stretch of discourse that serves particular textual function.  
In essence, Thematic Theory is concerned with the ordering of information, 
ordering within a clause, and over a functional stretch of discourse, and ordering not 
just in the sense of actual linguistic organization of a discourse, but also in terms of 
distribution of information and its relative importance over a discourse, which is a 
significant element that affects understanding, as Laura Bertone remarks: 
The first striking thing about understanding is that once a set of data is organized 
and understood in a certain way, adding a new element or casting the existing 
elements in a new light may bring about a reorganization of the information and 
thus a new understanding of the situation. Our brains, and our bodies, seem 
capable of an infinite re-ordering of information (2008: 353). 
This remark on ordering of information by Laura Bertone points to the mystery 
of understanding in SI, as in fact SI takes place with the incremental inflow of 
speakers’ message—the new elements—and the adjustment of the received 
information—the existing elements—in the target discourse. Therefore, Thematic 
Theory could be of great value to SI, because order has a lot to do with SI. Besides, 















Kaiser & John C. Trueswell, 2004). English has fairly rigid word order, while Chinese is 
quite flexible. With this variance, it will be engaging to investigate into how 
equivalence of discourse functions or communicative intentions are achieved between 
the two languages under the extreme condition of simultaneous interpreting through 
the lens of Thematic Theory.  
Looking back on the foregone studies of Thematic Theory by researchers in 
terms of the language combination of English and Chinese, we may discover that 
Thematic Theory has been delved into by many scholars on its application and 
feasibility to translation, but less probed into for the area of interpreting, not to 
mention SI. According to Li Jian and Fan Xiangtao (2008), the research on translation 
is mainly oriented towards the following four areas: 
1) Theme & Rheme as units of translation (Xu Shenghuan, 1982; Yang Xinzhang, 
1996; Liu Shicong & Yu Dong, 2000). 
2) The transfer of Theme-Rheme structure of the source discourse into that of 
the target discourse (Baker, 2000; Fawcett, 2007; Ghadessy, 2001; Wang Guizhen, 1996; Li 
Yunxing, 2002; Yang Ming, 2003&2006; Wang Junhua, 2006; Cheng Lifang, 2006).  
3) Theme-Rheme structure as a textual coherence device (Wang Bin, 2000; Zhao 
Xiaopin & Hu Meihong, 2003). 
4) The ways to achieve rhetorical equivalence or maintain the genre consistency 
through maneuvering Theme-Rheme structure in the target discourse (Zhang Daozhen, 
2006; Liu Fuli, 2006). 
Compared with the prolific situation in the application of Thematic Theory to 
translation, there has been a much smaller number of published papers dealing with 
the application of Thematic Theory to interpreting with the same language 
combination. Peng Qianqian (2005) proposes using Theme-Rheme division of a clause 
as a means to segment the working discourse and to make proper distribution of the 
clausal information in production, as it fits into the working mechanism of 
interpreting and the interpreting principle of faithfulness, effectiveness and efficiency. 
Wang Zexia (2006) concludes from her teaching experience that Thematic Theory is of 















gives more dynamism to the interpreting process, in that students are made aware of 
the multiple possibility of information construction by choosing different starting 
points of utterance, thus allowing for more flexibility and diversity. Zhang Rong (2007) 
believes Thematic Theory contributes to the fluency and coherence of interpreting 
products. Fluency lies in the reduced time for analyses as a result of the speedy 
recognition and selection of Themes, “a quick entrance into the interpreting” as is 
called by Zhang Rong. Coherence is maintained because the Themes and Rhemes of a 
working discourse are connected to each other linguistically or semantically. Zhang 
Wenhe (2009) echoes the importance of Thematic Theory to textual cohesion and 
coherence in target discourses and information. He finds out through analysing 
concrete examples that Thematic Theory greatly assists the syntactic linearity in 
production, enabling interpreters to render the source discourse into target language in 
a way “that is semantically identical to the original, textually coherent and cohesive in 
the target language, and acceptable and appropriate in the target culture.”  
Although the research on Thematic Theory in service to translation and 
interpreting is well applauded, Li Jian and Fan Xiangtao (2008) lead our attention to 
the experiential tendency, the dominance of mere logical defence of these articles and 
the lack of empirical evidence for the conclusions. They point out that the focus of the 
future research should be turned to description and observance of source discourses 
and target discourses from a voluminous corpus.  
Based on the review of this section, this thesis attempts to compare the feature of 
speech-type discourses on SI occasions with the language combination of Chinese and 
English from the perspective of Thematic Theory with the assistance of a corpus 
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Chapter One  Literature Review 
1.1 The Definition of Theme  
Simone Weil made a penetrating observation about an important structural division 
within the clause in his influential thesis of 1844 (Alvin Leong Ping, 2000: 2): 
There is [...] a point of departure, an initial notion which is equally present to him 
who speaks and to him who hears, which forms, as it were, the ground upon which 
the two intelligences meet; and another part of discourse which forms the 
statement, properly so called. This division is found in almost all we say. 
This division was later given a host of names and labels in accordance with its 
diverse ways of interpretation. According to Alvin Leong Ping (2000: 2-3), American 
linguistics use topic and comment, emphasizing on the aboutness of the clause, which 
are used in the writings of O. Dahl (1974), P. Sgall  (1974, 1975), L. Dezso and G. Szepe 
(1974), E. Bates (1976) and P. Sgall and E. Hajicova (1977), among others; other 
variations include topic-focus (E. Hajicova, 1994; K. Lambrecht, 1994; J. Peregrin, 1996; E. 
Koktova, 1996) and topic-dominance (Erteschik-Shir, 1988). The two epithets Theme and 
Rheme were first put forward by the Prague school linguist, Mathesius in 1939 and are 
favored by several other Prague school linguists, notably Jan Firbas (1975, 1986, 1987, 
1992) and Frantisek Danes (1970, 1974, 1989) as an element of communicative 
dynamism.Halliday approaches the notion from the perspective of systemic-functional 
grammar. In the Hallidayan framework, a clause is a composite entity, boasting three 
different strands of meaning, clause as representation, clause as exchange, and clause as 
message. These three kinds of meaning correspond to three metafunctions in systemic 
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Table (1.1) clause and its metafunctions 
Status of Clause Corresponding 
Metafunction 
Definition  
Clause as representation Experiential Contriving a model of experience 
Clause as exchange Interpersonal Enacting social relationship 
Clause as message Textual Creating relevance to context 
A clause has meaning as an exchange, because there is transaction of thoughts 
transpiring between the speaker and the listener. A clause as a representation refers to 
the “construal of some process in ongoing human experience” (Halliday, 2000: 36). And a 
clause has meaning as a message, as it possesses “a quantum of information.” “The 
Theme functions in the structure of the clause as a message” (Halliday, 2000: 34). The 
configuration of a clause as a message consists of two parts, Theme and Rheme, i.e. a 
clause = Theme+Rheme (①see examples below). In the Theme+Rheme structure, the 
clause-initial element ―Theme ― is the point of departure for the message. “It is the 
element the speaker selects for ‘grounding’ what he is going on to say” (Halliday, 2000 : 
38). Theme, put first in a clause, helps organize the message of the clause, while Rheme 
develops Theme.  
Examples of Theme and Rheme 






graced this podium last year. 
it is important to be the first person to 
make a discovery. 




It matters what you put in the first position in a clause, because “part of the 
meaning of any clause lies in which elements is chosen as its Theme” (Halliday, 2000: 38). 
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